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From Boal to Jana Sanskriti

Jana Sanskriti is internationally recognised as the most iconic post-Boalian Theatre of the Oppressed operation in the world today.

This fully illustrated book by the Bengali company’s founder and artistic director Sanjoy Ganguly, edited by Ralph Yarrow, collects and explains their programme of workshop exercises, placing them in the context of their social and activist work. A set of interviews with Ganguly complements these practical sequences, drawing in topics such as the role of the joker, the nature of development, participation and agency, aesthetics as transformation and Theatre of the Oppressed in the context of a market economy.

Sanjoy Ganguly is the founder and Artistic Director of the Jana Sanskriti Centre for the Theatre of the Oppressed, in West Bengal, India; considered by Boal the chief exponents of his methodology outside his native Brazil. He is the author of Jana Sanskriti: Forum Theatre and Democracy in India (Routledge, 2010).

Ralph Yarrow is Emeritus Professor of Drama and Comparative Literature at the University of East Anglia, UK.
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Foreword

It is an unseasonably cold spring morning in Holland in the middle of April 2016. Here, in northwestern Europe, we live in unsettling times. Tens of thousands of refugees from Syria, Somalia, Eritrea and beyond are flooding into our communities, while countless of their fellows continue to perish during perilous migrations across the Mediterranean. Less than a month ago and just two hours south by train from where I write this, Islamic State–affiliated terrorists created a bloodbath in Brussels. Commuting to work, entering city centres, returning home to our dwellings to eat and sleep: none of this is self-evident any longer for the relatively well-off in the West. As if it ever were.

I have just reread the five interviews with Sanjoy Ganguly at the end of this collection of texts about Jana Sanskriti. I am struck once again by the clarity of analysis in them, the provocative critical thinking, the worldwide applicability of ideas that have been evolving collectively over more than thirty years from local roots firmly planted in the soil and culture of rural West Bengal. The journey of Jana Sanskriti is part of a much larger story about engaged, participatory community-based art that has been spreading across the globe after World War II. Importantly, it is not a story that originated in the North, but one that in the 1970s and 80s was at the very least significantly propelled by artists in Brazil, India and other places in the South. In a serendipitous way it also intersects with my own involvement in what is arguably the most relevant (and extensive) arts movement today.

In May 1985, more or less around the time that Jana Sanskriti was born, I completed a book-length study of popular political theatre companies in the West. Some of these groups are still around today and have acquired legendary status. Like Jana Sanskriti, many of them were interested in regional traditions and folk culture, employing their idiom to emancipate urban and rural working-class audiences. But unlike Jana Sanskriti, they were more about communicating a ready-made political message than actively involving their audiences in its construction. In January 1986, I arrived in Mumbai, India. It was the first leg of an ethnographic research trip through the political theatre landscape of Asia that would last until May 1988. I didn’t meet Sanjoy Ganguly and his group, although I came geographically to within a few kilometers when I interviewed and studied the work of playwrights like Utpal Dutt and Badal Sircar in Kolkata. It was a near miss, because more than these nationally recognised political artists I was actually looking for grassroots activists like Sanjoy. Further along in my journey, I would meet some of these in Delhi, Kerala and Orissa – and in February and March 1986 in the middle of a civil war in the Philippines. But that is a different story: one that also contains elements of Boal, Freire and the ambition to generate a nationwide humanist arts movement nourished from the grassroots.

I finally did meet Sanjoy and other members of Jana Sanskriti in June 2008, when they visited my country on the invitation of Formaat, the only professional Theatre of the Oppressed company in the Netherlands. Like the International Community Arts Festival (ICAF) that I direct, Formaat is based in the city of Rotterdam, one of the largest and busiest ports in the world. I am sure that location and its function as a global transport hub has something to do with both ICAF’s and Formaat’s desire to foster worldwide connections and cross-fertilisation. Not coincidentally, Rotterdam is also one of the most culturally diverse places in Europe, including a large diasporic Indian community (descendants of indented labourers who, after the trans-Atlantic slave trade was abolished, went to Surinam and the Netherlands Antilles). It made Jana Sanskriti’s street performance of Golden Girl less of an exoticizing experience than it might have been in other places. Much the same could be said of the day-long workshop Sanjoy had facilitated a few days earlier for a group of young Dutch community artists.

While I merely intuited the sophisticated cross-cultural quality of Jana Sanskriti’s aesthetics and techniques during this first encounter in 2008, I learned to rationally and affectively appreciate it more while actively participating in Sanjoy’s version of Boal’s Glass Cobra game in December 2015. This time, the occasion was an international Theatre of the Oppressed festival organised by Formaat. Until then, I had understood this exercise to be a relatively quick and effective get-to-know-you exercise in Boal’s arsenal of games for activating the senses. In Sanjoy’s hands and with a truly intercontinental group of participants, however, the game turned into an extended analytic exploration of relations in the workplace that lasted close to three hours. It is that thoroughness, that refusal to be rushed, that gentle insistence to dig ever deeper and continuously investigate new angles that characterises Jana Sanskriti’s approach and makes it work across borders. The interviews at the end of this volume further reveal why and how.

They emphasise the importance of reciprocal, egalitarian and long-lasting relationships between artist-activists and what Sanjoy – with an obvious wink to Boal – calls ‘spect-activists’. In the case of Jana Sanskriti these relationships evolve over several generations and across multiple racial, social, political, cultural and gender boundaries. They also involve direct action well beyond the theatre space, including social organizing and progressive entrepreneurship. While reflecting on these extraordinary relational dynamics and activities, Sanjoy addresses a wide range of pertinent themes, for both India and the world at large. They include a critique of patriarchy, postcolonial and party politics (both of the socialist and capitalist variety), as well as market-driven economies and industrial agriculture. However, he also does not shy away from occasional criticism of overly dogmatic and opportunistic practitioners of Theatre of the Oppressed. Perhaps most significantly, rather than quick fixes for social problems or vehicles for ideological manipulation, Sanjoy regards his workshops and Forum performances as genuinely collective processes that generate critical thinking that is never finished. It is crucial to the development of thoughtful, responsible citizens, regardless of their background or whether they live in rural West Bengal or urban Rotterdam. The totality of that work, which extends over time and across the globe, constitutes the unique art of Jana Sanskriti.

It is dialogical aesthetics in the truest sense of the term.

Eugene van Erven




Preface

Jana Sanskriti is the leading exponent of Theatre of the Oppressed (TO) in India, working largely with rural populations in West Bengal from its base just to the north of Kolkata. It has operated since 1985 and, in addition to coordinating and supporting more than thirty performance teams in West Bengal, reaching thousands of people every year, has established the Indian Federation of Theatre of the Oppressed to create links with activist groups in many other states in India and assist them to learn and practise TO. It was recognised by Augusto Boal as a leading world example of the sustained and successful practice of Theatre of the Oppressed, the method of activist theatre he spent his life developing (see Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, Games for Actors and Non-Actors, The Rainbow of Desire, Legislative Theatre, Aesthetics of the Oppressed). In what follows, the first steps to the embodied acquisition of that power of agency are clearly laid out.

In Part 1, this book contains detailed illustrated workshop sequences compiled by Sanjoy Ganguly, artistic director of Jana Sanskriti (for an account of their work during the first twenty-five years of their operation, see Ganguly, Jana Sanskriti: Forum Theatre and Democracy in India, Routledge 2010). Part 2 consists of extracts from interviews and discussions with Ganguly in which he explains how and why these sequences represent key aspects of Jana Sanskriti’s development of theatre activists and the practice they engage in, followed by some short essays in which he discusses guiding principles of the work, and an exchange of mails between Ganguly and Boal which signals the closeness of their relationship.

Ganguly retains Boal’s terminology of the ‘oppressed’. There has been extensive discussion in the TO movement and in work about it and other kinds of ‘applied’, interventionist, community’ or ‘development’ theatre; some practitioners have come up with alternatives. In India and in the immediate context of Jana Sanskriti’s work, it is clear that external forms of political and economic oppression are still widespread; of course, the groups they affect may also be designated as marginalised or disadvantaged in a variety of ways. Oppression, however, as Boal recognised, is also a state of mind and needs to be addressed both individually and internally, as well as collectively. The term recognises a significant distinction between being a victim and being able to take action. Ganguly further emphasises the essential distinction between ‘theatre of’ and ‘theatre for’ the oppressed, and sees his work as a way towards both internal and external revolution.

The workshop sequences draw on games and exercises by Boal and others and are used by Jana Sanskriti in training and rehearsal. In practice, Ganguly varies and adapts them depending on time and circumstance, and above all with the needs of the group he is working with in mind. What is important in using them is to bear this in mind and to listen to and observe the group. As Ganguly often says, the facilitator depends on the group rather than the other way around. The exercises should not be applied and prescribed as a set of ‘techniques’ or master-classes, but related to the needs and goals of the participants. Attitude is more important than accuracy.

The exercises are organised into six sections. How they are used can of course be altered to suit circumstances, but it is also important to note that only a small number of exercises are given under each section: that is because each one is explored in depth, working intensively on each stage, and quite often involves a number of variations as well. Sanjoy Ganguly often spends between one and two hours on each exercise, sometimes more. If done in this way they enable participants to explore many of the key transactions which take place in the creation of a Forum piece, and the kinds of interaction with other performers and potentially with spectators which may be required. They also enable the performers to observe and interrogate their own work, to ‘be the spectator of their own action’, which is an essential skill in both Forum performance and the subsequent analysis of its operation and implications for action beyond the stage.

Each section can be seen as a self-contained sequence (or as an example of a sequence in which individual components can be replaced or adapted to suit particular geographical, political or social circumstances): there is generally an increasing degree of complexity as participants are taken through stages of interacting together, of collective creation and of collaborative reflection about the situations and responses which they are recognising and expressing.

For example, the workshops often progress from constructing individual images to pairs of images and/or group images (participants use their bodies to show an image and then link up with/respond to others), then analysing what kinds of situation these depict and naming them; they move onto a variety of methods to dynamise (activate) these images and begin to develop text related to them – for example, by asking participants making images to come up with nonverbal sounds or gibberish, then with single words, then with a complete sentence and perhaps with an ‘inner monologue’ which articulates their feelings in the moment. After some time scenes begin to emerge and other phases – crisis points, key moments of conflict, justifications and defences – begin to emerge and can eventually be written down and later edited so that a composite performance script is produced which emerges directly from the participants’ experience.

Underlying this work, Ganguly’s key principles are that these games and exercises are part of a theatrical and political aesthetic (which he explains in essays at the end of the volume): a development of bodily, emotional and intellectual awareness which enables individuals to join together to create social metaphors of their world and the structures of power which shape it, so that these structures may be open to question and revision. The exercises enable participants to engage in the move from particular to general, from concrete to abstract, which means that the scenarios they create have both visceral and direct as well as symbolic and collective impact. Ganguly’s previous book (Routledge 2010) demonstrates precisely how this plays out in the Indian political scene and in the daily lives of the many thousands Jana Sanskriti’s work has affected over the last thirty years.

The trajectory towards what he calls ‘scripting [the] play’, rather than ‘playing [the] script’ (Ganguly 2010: 99, 128–9) emerges during all these sequences. It is the key to Jana Sanskriti’s ethic and philosophy of relationship and collective action, which transfers the means of production, as Boal desired, to those whose acquisition of voice and agency can most tellingly allow them henceforth to script their own world.

Ralph Yarrow
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